The interest in the carcinogenic and biological actions of N-nitroso compounds arose following the reports of the hepatotoxicity by Freund' and Barnes and Magee2 and ofcarcinogenicity (Magee and Barnes)3 of the simplest nitrosamine: N-nitrosodimethylamine (dimethylnitrosamine) and the subsequent observation of Schoental4 and Druckrey et aP on the carcinogenic action of the nitrosamides: n-methyl Nnitrosourethane and N-methyl N-nitrosurea. Magee and Barnes in 1956 showed the carcinogenic effects of N-nitrosodimethylamine (NDMA) in rats.
Evidence that certain consumer and industrial products contain N-nitroso compounds led to speculation that workers in the industries that either use or manufacture nitrosamine precursors (amines and nitrogen oxides) may be exposed to these agents.'
One such industry is leather tanning. Dimethylamine sulphate (DMAS, a precursor of N-nitrosodimethylamine NDMA) is used in leather tanneries as a depilatory agent in the hide process ( Workers in the leather industry may be exposed to leather dust produced in various tanning operations. Chemical dust is produced during the loading of hide processing drums; leather dust impregnated with chemicals is produced during some mechanical operations including shaving, splitting, and buffing.
Samples of leather dust in the form of sweepings " The information on human exposure to nitrosamines is incomplete, however, and, the International Agency for Research on Cancer has concluded that "the general (human) population may be exposed to low levels of N-nitrosodimethylamine, Lahiri, Khanna, Singh, Elhence, Wahal however, no exposed group suitable for epidemiological investigation has yet been identified."'2 The identification of nitrosamines in the leather dust to which tannery workers are exposed suggests that this group may provide such a population for further studies of morbidity, including the prevalence of cancer.
